THE  EARLY PERSIAN PICTURE

reigned a hundred and thirty years and to have attempted
an ascent to Heaven in a car drawn by two eagles (the first
aeroplane!). He founded a race of giants whom he called
Kausi.

At the beginning of the first millennium before Christ,
Rustam, legendary hero of Persia, saved her kings and
peoples from oppression. Then came the Medes, Aryans
all, their capital at Ecbatana, now Hamadan. Cattle-
owners without culture, they roamed the countryside until
they met the might of Assyria, when they suffered the lot
of all shepherd races. Susa, where Daniel was perhaps
thrown to the lions, was sacked by Sardanapalus, when
the Assyrians carried the Medes into slavery, making
public mockery of their gods. They had been cowed for
centuries, until, about seven hundred years before Christ
was born, they repulsed their Assyrian masters, captured
Bactria, and rose to fame with the Persians, sweeping the
once mighty Assyria clean off the face of the earth in the
spectacular sack of Nineveh. Sardanapalus, his wives,
and his children leaped into a blazing funeral pyre to
complete the drama. So utter was the ruin that years
later, when Xenophon and his ten thousand Greeks marched
by, they failed to recognize the once famous city.

The stage was set for the next act. A king of the Medes
feared to marry his daughter to a Median nobleman, lest
a dream be fulfilled that she would produce an heir to
oust him, so he married her to one Cambyses, a Persian
of good family. Soon afterwards the king ordered her to
entrust her son Cyrus to Harpagus, who was told to slay
him. Anxious not to have royal blood on his hands, how-
ever, Harpagus substituted the body of a still-born babe
and sent Cyrus with a peasant's wife into the hills. While
playing at kings, the boy showed the power within him
by compelling one of his playmates to be chastised for
revolt. The father of the victim, a nobleman, related to
the king that his son had been beaten by a shepherd boy.